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BATTALION CHIEF LAKIOTES: Today's date is 

December 4, 2001. The time is 1300 hours. My 

name is Battalion Chief Art Lakiotes of the Safety 

Command. I am conducting an interview with -- 

FIREFIGHTER BERNTSEN: Eric Berntsen. 
BATTALION CHIEF LAKIOTES: -- Firefighter 

Eric Berntsen regarding the events of September 

11, 2001. 

Q. Eric, would you just mind telling me in your 
own words, from the time you responded, exactly where 
and what and how the day unfolded for you. 

A. Okay. We heard the explosions from the 
kitchen. We went up on the roof and got there just in 
time to see the second plane hit the towers. So we 
figured we would be going on that. So we ran 
downstairs. By the time we got down to the apparatus 
floor, we got the ticket. It was about five after 
9:00. I jumped on the rig. I was an extra man. The 
dispatcher came over and announced to bring the extra 
man. I was supposed to be detailed to 205, but I 
called to quarters and they said they were out, so I 
jumped on the rig. 

We went down to the Trade Center. On the way 


there, we experienced a lot of traffic. We went over 
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the Brooklyn Bridge, came down Church Street, made a 
right onto Liberty, and parked near 10 and 10's 
quarters, on the opposite side, on 10 and 10's side of 
Liberty. We grabbed the rollups and an extra bottle 
and walked down Liberty towards West Street. When we 
got to the corner of West Street, we made a right and I 
ran into the Marriott. We stopped underneath the 
pedestrian bridge where a lot of guys were using that 
for shelter, so we didn't get hit by anything coming 
down, bodies, et cetera. 

We ran into the Marriott and stayed by the 
security desk there. The officer went off, got orders 
from a Chief, and we were told to go to the 74th floor 
of the south tower. He came back, told us what we were 
doing. We gathered the company together, started 
heading north through the Marriott. Then we made a 
right and went down the ramp to get to the concourse 
level. 

We headed eastbound in the concourse level to 
where it first turns up to the left, where the mall 
turns up to the left, up north, and we got to that 
corner and the officer told us to wait there. Instead 
of carrying the stuff all around, he was going to try 


to find a staircase or the best way we could get up. 
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He walked away. He went west in the concourse and 
talked to a security guy. He was, I guess, about 100 
feet away from us, maybe more. 

That's when we heard the building start 
shaking. I looked up into the Marriott, because you 
could see up into it from where we were standing, and 
just saw black, like dust. I saw stuff falling off the 
ceiling and I saw just black dust coming down. I 
turned and I ran a couple of steps west, a couple of 
steps east, and then we turned up north, up into the 
concourse, because I didn't see anything falling in 
that area at that time. So I felt that was the safest 
direction to go. I jumped into a corner. The lights 
went out. I jumped into a corner under an archway. I 
thought maybe that might provide some better support. 
I just held my helmet. I figured we were going to get 
like a pancake collapse on top of us. 

After the building stopped shaking and there 
was no rumbling noise any more, Vinny Picciano of 212 
regrouped the company by saying 212, regroup, get 
back. 212, where are you? We all got back together. 
We all turned on our lights. We talked to the 
Civilians, told them to keep quiet, to stay calm, don't 


yell or scream, everybody stay calm, we are going to 
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get out of here. We asked if anybody knew how to get 
out. Me and this guy who was with us, he said he knew 
how, but he couldn't really see too much. He looked 
like he was blinded by the dust. We just walked store 
to store. He was asking us what store do you see? We 
told him all the stores and we just headed north 
through the concourse and came out in between the PATH 
and the number 1 and number 9 line. There is an exit 
there that comes out into building 5. It comes out on 
the exterior of building 5, which leaves you off in the 
middle of Vesey Street, between Church and West 
Broadway . 

We got out, myself and Jimmy Murphy, who was 
detailed to 212 from 220 Engine. We chocked the doors 
outside, went back in, told all the people this is an 
exit. We had about 50 civilians with us. We told them 
to exit out that way. We made kind of like a chain 
with lights, with flashlights, so they could see where 
they were going to get them out. Once everybody was 
out, we went back in and we started searching. 

We tried to give a Mayday for our officer 
because our officer wasn't with us. We couldn't find 
him. We went back in and we searched the stores, 


searched the PATH. There were some more people still 
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in there. I remember a guy from the GAP. He was the 
manager. I asked if anybody was in there. He said no, 
he was the last guy to leave. So we got him out. We 
found a guy, probably in his mid 40s, bald head, or 
short crew cut hair, under the concrete. We picked him 
up, put him in a chair and carried him out. 

When we got out on to Vesey, there was a Port 
Authority cop with us and he said that they were given 
reports that the second building was going to come 
down. So we made a decision we'd better leave. We 
came out of the door on Vesey Street. We were 
exhausted from carrying this gentleman who was pretty 
heavy, we estimated about 300 pounds, 275. It took six 
guys to carry him. We were all exhausted. We were 
changing. We didn't know if we could get him out of 
there before this building was going to come down, so 
we put him down for a second, took a breath, and made a 
decision to just go for it and pick him up. We made it 
a couple of steps and then we heard the rumble and we 
knew the second tower was coming down. Everybody let 
go of the guy and ran. There was no talking, no 
looking. You just went. 

Q. What direction? 


A. There was a cop, NYPD, I'm pretty sure it was 
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an NYPD guy, and Vinnie Picciano were in front of me. 
We were facing north. We didn't even reach the 
sidewalk. We didn't even get off the sidewalk in front 
of building 5. I saw them run forward, north, heading 
across the street. 

Q. Up West Broadway? 

A. Across Vesey Street from where building 5 
is. Directly straight across Vesey Street towards the 
Federal Office Building, the Post Office. Vinnie and 
the cop jumped under a car. Vinnie Picciano jumped up 
on top of him. There was no room for me there and I 
thought I could make it a little bit further than 
that. So once I hit the sidewalk on the Federal 
Building, on Vesey, I turned right, which had me east 
on Vesey Street, and I started running. Then I looked 
up and I saw a dark cloud and I grabbed my helmet. 

The force knocked me down, blew me. I don't 
know how far I went, but I went forward pretty far. It 
knocked the wind out of me. I got covered with debris 
and just kept my hands on my helmet. Something pretty 
big hit me and knocked my helmet off. I felt a blast 
and just a lot of pressure when it hit me. So I had no 
helmet. I put my hands back on top of my head and I 


felt debris hit me. I felt weight piling up on my back 
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and I figured I was going to be under what I thought 
was about 10 feet of rubble. 

When it all stopped, I said what do I do 
now? I said, well, I can't breathe. Let me get my 
mask on. I got my mask out. I didn't realize my 
bottle wasn't on. So I couldn't reach it because I was 
face down, and I kind of gave up. Then I was still 
laying there. I said I can't just lay here. I said 
let me get out of here. Let me see how deep I am, see 
what I can do. I remember saying I have no radio, this 
fucking job, I can't get any kind of radio. 

When I pulled myself out from this debris 
that was on my back and my legs, I was up against the 
wall of the Federal Building, and then I realized it 
was still pitch black. I said I must be in a big void 
because it was pitch black and I couldn't see 
anywhere. 

Then, as it started lightening up a little 
bit, I started using my light. I was able to see over 
the top of the debris around me. I could see up the 
wall a little bit. I realized, holy shit, I'm free. 
I'm not buried. I got up. I took a step and just 
collapsed because I had no energy. I got up again, 


took two more steps and collapsed. Then a cop picked 
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me up and helped me walk up to Church. I made a left 
on Church and there was a car on fire on the corner. 

Maybe 50 feet, 100 feet up Church, I saw 
Vinnie Picciano, who was under the car with that cop. 
He was stumbling around. He had a bad gash on the back 
of his head. There was blood coming out from the back 
of his turnout coat. He was a little dizzy and 
disoriented. He asked me to look at his cut. I told 
him it's all right. You will be okay. I didn't really 
think so, but what are you going to tell him at that 
point? I said you got a good cut, but you're going to 
be all right. 

We walked up Church, made a right on to 
Barclay and dropped our masks and continued up to 
Broadway and got to I guess it was Park Place maybe and 
Broadway. We got into the back of an ambulance and got 
Vinnie's head checked out. Then we left the ambulance 
because there were secondary collapses. I was hearing 
secondary collapses and I didn't know how far away we 
were. I didn't know how much of the building came 
off. I said I want to get out of here, as far away 
from this place as possible. 

We headed north and got to Duane Street. I 


said, oh, the 7 and 1 is over here. We made a left and 
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we walked into the quarters. Three guys that were in 
the company, Jimmy Murphy, Joe Galasso, Danny Walker, 
they were all standing there. 

Q. What company are they in? 

A. 212. Same company. Me and Vinnie thought 
they were dead because we were the only two that walked 
in. We only saw each other on Church. They must have 
came out before us, after us, you know. What happened 
is they ran back into World Trade Center 5. Me and 
Vinnie and the cop ran forward. So they were okay, but 
they got beat up with the debris. They got tossed 
around, blown off their feet. So we had everybody 
except the officer and the chauffeur. We didn't know 
where the chauffeur was because we were on the complete 
opposite side now. 

We saw a Chief. We let the Chief know that 
these guys were missing. So we regrouped and from 7 
and 1 we took an ambulance to Jamaica Hospital, 
Queens. That's most of my recollection. 

Q. The Lieutenant and the chauffeur? 

A. They were alive. The chauffeur got blown 
down I don't Know what street. Somewhere. 

Q. He was with the rig? 


A. Yes, he was with the rig. The officer made 
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it out with some of the guys from 238. I don't know 


how they got out. I don't know which direction they 


went in. 
Q. I'll try to get an interview with him. 
A. Yes. But he made it out and he was with 


Lieutenant Glenn Wilkinson. They were trying to come 
back, to get back into the building, because he knew we 
were in there, and they were trying to get a mask. By 
the time they got masks for each of them, they lost it 
after the collapse. They were tangled and stuff. They 


dropped it. I don't know about looking for my officer. 


Q. What was his name? 
A. Neil Brosnan. 
Q. Did you notice any other companies in the 


lobby of the Marriott when you were in there? 

A. No, I didn't. The only person I saw that I 
recognized was Chuck Margiotta and he was asking 
everybody if they had an extra mask for a Chief. 

Q. His unit is? 

A. I don't know what unit he was working in that 
day. I believe he was assigned to 85 Truck, but I 
don't know where he was working that day. 

Q. You saw him in the lobby? 


A. I saw him in the lobby. 
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Q. Do you remember how far down in the lobby off 
of Liberty, off the staircase? A hundred feet down? 

A. About 100 feet down. I saw him there, but 
then he left. I don't know how far he went, but I saw 
him headed north. 

Q. Towards tower 1? 

A. Right. Towards the north tower. I saw him 
headed that way. 

Q. How many guys do you think were in the lobby 
at that point when you got there; 20, 50, 100, crowded? 
A. At least 50. Probably over 10, maybe 15 
companies, 12 companies, something like that. There 
were Chiefs. I saw a couple of Chiefs who were just 
kind of walking through. I don't remember who they 

were. 

Q. What happened to the rig? Did the rig 
survive? 

A. The rig survived. It got beat up, the 
windows blown out, a little fire damage, not that 
much. 

BATTALION CHIEF LAKIOTES: Okay. Very good. 

Excellent. This concludes the interview. It is 


now 1320. 


